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“Be angry, but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and do not make room for the devil.”  Those words were written a very long time ago, in an ancient culture which, from our vantage point, looks primitive indeed, with its primitive notions about our planet and about what makes human beings tick.  The people of that ancient culture thought that the earth was flat, surrounded by water, and that beneath the waters there was a netherworld populated by demons, those demons responsible for many of the maladies human beings suffer.  They’d never heard of germs.  Nor were they sophisticated about human psycho-physiology, how it is that sometimes  repressed emotions can cause physical ills.  And they certainly knew nothing of marriage and family counseling.  Yet last week when I was reading that ancient advice about anger, it struck me how contemporary it sounds.  Our modern day psychologists, psychiatrists, clinical social workers, psychiatric nurses, marriage and family therapists, anger-management consultants, pastoral counselors:  they use different words and images to suit the nuances of our culture.  But they’re saying pretty much the same thing as the writer of this letter to the Ephesians said such a long time ago.

Were we to ask our modern day professionals for help toward improving the quality of our living, lo these two thousand years later one thing we’d probably hear from them would echo that ancient wisdom:  “Be angry, but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and do not make room for the devil.”  That bit of sage advice, it lives on, and it can lead us modern day Christians to consider some things we need to consider, at least three things, about the relationship between anger and quality of life.

The first thing, though, may come as quite a shock to some Christians; it may shock their socks off to hear that anger is not a sin.  See, some Christians have had it drummed into them that anger is a sin, that it’s bad to be mad, never okay to be angry.  They base that belief, they say, on what the Bible says.  But I guess they must have somehow skipped over this particular sentence that’s in the Bible, in the New Testament, in the letter to the Ephesians, perhaps even penned by the great Apostle Paul himself.  Listen to how the sentence begins:  “Be angry.”  The letter-writer says it plain as day, “Be angry.”

Then the letter-writer says, “but do not sin.”  Do you hear it?  There’s a line of demarcation, a space, a difference between anger itself and sin; it is possible to be angry, yet not sin.  “Be angry, but do not sin.”  Anger in and of itself is not sin, according to this biblical passage.

But Ilene, you say, later on in this same passage, the letter-writer does include anger in a list of sins.  Well, of course; whoever wrote this letter knew what we know, that anger run amok can turn into sin.  But, apart from that metamorphosis, anger itself, according to this author, is not a sin, not a bad thing.  I myself would go even further, to say that anger itself is a good thing, a good gift from God.  Like other good gifts, it can be perverted into a bad thing.  But, rightly understood and appropriated, anger is good, a good gift from God, its good purpose to enhance the quality of our lives.

Anger as a good gift:  one night some fifteen years ago, when I was working as a pastoral counselor in Austin, a therapy group I was leading got to talking about anger, about what a bad thing anger is.  But one woman spoke up.  “Well,” she said, “anger sure has done something good for me.  Lots of times, I let people run all over me.  But when I finally let myself get angry, this power surges through me, and I can say or do what I should have said or done in the first place.  So there!”

She laughed, and the group laughed with her, and the group agreed with her.  Anger can empower.  Then someone else in the group chimed in.  “Yeah,” he said, “but sometimes that power surge can lead me to say or do something which later I wish I hadn’t said or done!”  The group agreed with that, too.  Anger, if not carefully and rightly utilized, can turn into unsavory behaviors.  Anger run amok: the letter-writer includes that as a sin among other sins, listed right there with “evil talking, bitterness, wrath, wrangling, malice.”  And certainly unleashed anger can turn into a beast, physical violence and also the kind of violence which turns words into weapons.

With that note of caution in mind, about anger turning into something bad, the group nonetheless was intrigued with the idea that anger isn’t always bad, may be good, can be appropriately empowering.  Then another woman in the group said something I’ll never forget.

“There’s something I’ve noticed about my anger,” she said.  “I’ve noticed that almost always beneath my anger there’s another emotion, sometimes sadness, sometimes fear, sometimes both.  I feel anger first, but under it I’m sad about something that’s happening or I’m scared about something that’s happening or could happen.

“What I’m beginning to see about anger is that it’s a sort of built-in alarm system, to warn you about something that’s already hurting you or that has the potential to hurt you, like an alarm that goes off to wake you up, so you can do something about what’s really wrong.”  Wow; her words resonated with everybody in the room, including me.  The group applauded her insight, and so did I.  I believe she was right: part of God’s good gift of anger is that alarm system, built right into us.

So, the first thing for us to consider about anger and the quality of our living is that anger is not a sin; it’s okay to be angry.  The second thing to consider is that anger is a good thing when rightly used; it can empower us when empowerment is what we really need, and it can function as that built-in alarm system, to wake us up to something that’s gone wrong, wake us up to see what’s under our anger, what we’re really feeling and why, so we can address what’s wrong toward the enhancement of our living.

And then, there’s a third thing about anger and quality of life.  It has to do with the next part of that ancient sentence:  “Don’t let the sun go down on your anger.”  For our own personal well-being on the inside of us, and for the well-being of our relationships with others, whatever is going on beneath our anger ought to be addressed as soon as possible.

So, okay, you’re angry, but you bite your tongue and don’t let yourself say something you’ll regret later.  You bite your tongue and avoid diving head first into sin, and that’s good.  But you can’t stop there.  If you stop there, you’ll rob yourself of real quality for your living.  See, if you stop there, if you don’t look at what’s under the anger, don’t try to see and address what you’re really feeling and why, if all you do is bite your tongue, chances are all you’ll get is a sore tongue, and maybe a sore gut.  It’s good to keep anger from mutating into sin, but it’s not good to just swallow it.  Swallowed anger, it’s becomes an acid, rotting the human gut and rotting the human spirit.

But it does happen, doesn’t it, that repression of anger which can go on and on for years, past years of sunsets?  Maybe that’s what’s going on in the lives of some people we describe as always unhappy, never satisfied, hypercritical, forever seeing the proverbial glass half-full.  What’s going on with them may be anger not well-used, thus leaving some powerful sadness or fear unaddressed, thus leaving those human children of God in a lot of pain, that acid eating at their gut and at their spirit.  It would be mighty hard to experience quality of life, wouldn’t it, if you were living with that pain?

“Don’t let the sun go down on your anger.”  But what if someone has done that, has been swallowing anger for a long time, perhaps even keeping that anger polished and fresh, never looking beneath the anger to see the sadness or fear that needs to be tended – is there hope for that person?  Or does there come a time when too many sunsets have passed by, when someone is just too set in his or her ways to get free from that anger and get free from what’s beneath it?  Is it ever just too late?  Absolutely not!  It may take the help of a friend, or the help of a professional counselor, but it’s never too late.  The healing power of God, the liberating power of God, which often works through friends and through professional counselors, the healing, liberating, life-transforming power of God knows no bounds.

“Be angry,” says the ancient letter writer, “but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and do not make room for the devil.”  Ancient words, archaic images, maybe, but it’s still good advice, don’t you think?
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